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INTRODUCTION
Stress has been used by social scientists to refer to
concepts such as anxiety and depression and difficulty. It is
an intrinsic part of being human and it is inevitable as a
person experiences strain and tensions in all aspects of life.
Due to different uses of the term, the scope and applicability
of stress has remained elusive. However, in spite of this
elusiveness, everyone has experienced it at one time or
another in their lives.^
Researchers differ widely about such matters as basic
definition, mechanism, and outcomes. For example, stress has
been defined as a stimulus and a response, it has alos been
defined as any emotional, physical or social, economic or
other factor, requiring a response or change, and may be
experienced in discrete periods of sudden onset and can be
identified with all major and minor life events, for example:
the birth of a child, marriage, death, graduation, the prom,
a football game, etc.^ It has generally been accepte as a part
of growing up and preparing for life. Today, stress is
surfacing in more recognizable ways, and is compounded by the
problems of the nineties, such as drugs, unenployment, racism.
^ Barbara Gunnings, "Stress and the Minority Student
on a Predominantly White Campus," Journal of Minority
Concerns (October 1987) : 11.
* Leo Goldberger and Shlomo Brenitz, Handbook of




It has been noted that attending graduate school is a
very stressful experience, graduate students are in a
situation where perhaps their entire future may be dependent
on how well they do. By that very fact, it can not help but be
a very stressul experience.^
Graduate students must deal daily with stress-provoking
components. These components are internal and external to the
school environment. Some examples of internal stress-provoking
components are: peer pressure; strains and tensions that
accompany classroom tests; and difficulties in keeping up with
the academic standards of the institution. External components
include such things as, difficulties involved in maintaining
stable, supportive family relationships back home, faculty
contacts, lack of support systems, as well as other sources
that may cause stress for graduate students.®
There have been numerous studies on the various sources
of stress among first and second year graduate students. This
study is a replication of a past study done on stress among
graduate students at Clark Atlanta University's School of
Social Work. The study compared the sources of stress among
first year students with the sources of stress of second year
® Robert Berger and Ronald Federico, Human Behavior.
(New York: Longman, 1992), 205.
^David Mechanic, A Study in the Social Psychology of
Adaptation (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1986), 61.
®Ibid., 70.
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students, as well as, looked at the level of stress, and the
somatic responses to stress (any physiological changes) as
experienced by grdauate Social Work students during the fall
semesters of 1983 and 1984. This study will compare the
perceived sources of stress among first year graduate stduents
with the perceived sources of stress of among second year
graduate students to see if there is a relation or a
significant difference in the sources.
Many past studies done on graduate students and stress
conclude that the sources of stress for each year depended on
what stage of the educational curriculum the student was
engaged in during that particular time of the year.' In this
study, the researcher will be looking at first and second year
M.S.W. students during their second semester of the 1995-1996
school year. The first year students are in the second
semester of their first year, and the second year students are
in the second semester of their second year.
Statement of the Problem
The graduate student is usually in the young adulthood stage
in his/her development. During this period, personal
aspirations, problems of society, development of independence,
career choices, mate selection, and feelings of security are
paramount considerations. All of these factors and more, beome
natural sources of stress. Therefore, it is important that
'John Barrow, "Eduactional Programming in Stress
Management," Journal of College Student Personnel 22 (Janury
1989): 17-18.
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these sources and others, be identified. Some of these sources
are personal (self-doubt, poor study habits, lack of
confidence); academic (failing a test, taking a test,
inability to understand assignments) ; and even financial (cost
of tuition, cost of books), just to name a few. The rationale
for the study is that too much stress interferes with the
students' ability to take full of advantage of their
educational situations.
Siqnificance/Purpose of the Study
It is no secret that graduate school is very stressful to many
who decide to attend. This study is significant to the
researcher because it became apparent that there are numerous
stressors prevalent in graduate school, and each student
(first year and second year) perceives different sources as
stressful. The level or intensity of each stressor is
different for each student as well. The stressors may cause
little stress, moderate stress, excessive stress, or no stress
at all. The researcher wanted to address this issue because
the researcher experiences many stressors in graduate school,
and wanted to know if other social work students perceived the
same sources as being stressful or different sources as being
stressful. This study is important in that by identifying the
sources of stress, future social work students may be
forewarned of the stressors. This should help them take a
proactive approach to school and plan ahead to alleviate the
stressors. Additionally, academic providers can help students
5
cope with the impending stress provoking situations by-
orienting them to strategies for relieving stress.
CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Sixty years of research on stress has produced a viable
framework for making stress a functional part of life. The
interactions of body-mind and person-environment are more
clearly understood than they were in the past.’ For example,
it is now known that the human alarm system reacts to any
stress, thus increasing the person's physiological and mental
energy levels.“ When the stress-inducing situation is dealt
with or alleviated, human beings return to some form of
equilibrium. However, continued intense levels of stress can
extend the individual beyond his or capacity and trigger the
body-mind to send signals that it is under attack.® Stressors
that are perceived to be especially threatening create a
flight/fear response. Migraine headaches, heart trouble,
ulcers, and liver damage are physical signs that the human
system is under extreme pressure that could result in
burnout.
Stress is inherent in the nature of life. The benefit of
continued study of stress is that it is revealing that people
’James Rose. Human Stress and the Environment: Health






can harness the energy that would normally be lost as a result
of excessive stress and redirect it toward more productive
ends.^^ There has been much confusion surrounding the term
stress. It not only means different things to different
people, it is different things to different people.There
is no solid agreement regarding the derivation of the term
stress. For example, some sources suggest that the term is
derived from the latin word "stringere" meaning "to bind
tightly". Other sources contend that the term derives from the
French word "destresse" (angicized to distress)
Hans Selye, the famous stress pioneer, described stress
as the "non-specific response of the body to any demand made
upon it." This means that stress involves a mobilization of
the body's rsources in response to some sort of stimulus.
In essence, stress can be considered as any factor,
acting internally or externally, that makes it difficult to
adapt and that induces increased effort on the part of a
person to maintain a state of equilibrium both internally and
with the external environment.^® It should be understood that
“Robert E. Franken, Human Motivation (California:
Brooks/Cole Publishing, 1988), p.245.
“Ibid.,97.
“S. Clare Stanford and Peter Salmon, Stress: From Synapse
to Syndrome (New York: Academic Press, 1993), p.50.
“Hans Selye, Stress Without Distress (New York: J.B.
Lippincott Company, 1984). p.l7.
“Aaron Antonovsky, Health. Stress, and Coping (San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1982), p.76.
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stress is a state that one is in, and this should not be
confused with any stimulus that produces such a state. Such
stimuli are referred to as stressors.^' It is evident that to
be alive in modern times is to experience stress.
Research on the ecology of human living indicates that
people, given different circumstances and varying levels of
skills, see stress in different ways.^’ For example, adults
tend to define stress in relation to specific events or
patterns. Children are more likely to relate stress to
anticipated situations or to contexts that are unclear,
confusing, or too demanding.^® It is important to understand
how and what people see as stressful because the resolution of
chronic and cumulative stress is dependent on the individual's
ability to gain control over the stressors (or control over
how she/he reacts to them), and the longer a person identifies
with stressors in negative, fearful modes, the more difficult
it is to alter the context.^®
It is known that school is a very stressful environment,
especially the college environment. There has been much
attention given to stress among undergraduates, however, very
little attention has been given to the aspects of stress among
^®Ibid., 76.
^’Kevin J. Swick, Student Stress (Washington, D.C.: NBA





Although these researchers dealt primarily with
undergraduate students, their findings suggests that stress is
experienced during the academic careers of students, therfore
inclusive of graduate student populations.^^ Similarly, David
Mechanic stated that there is a definite correlation between
life event and the amount of stress all stuents undergo. He
has estanlished that graduate students experience difficult
and trying challenges, as well as, major changes during their
careers as students. He contends that students in general,
experience stresses that in other environments would not be
significant
Frederick Me Guire further ettphasized Mechanic's belief
by noting that stress is inherent throughout the graduate
school experience. His analysis of graduate students as
objects suggested that the student is placed under a great
deal of stress and that the graduate years are very demanding,
physically, intellectually, and emotionally. He went on to say
that graduate students encounter new stresses throughout the
^“Constance Hammen and Susan Cochran, "Cognitive
Correlates of Life Stress and Depression in College Students,"
Journal of Abnormal Psychology 90 (February 1991): 25-26.
'"Ibid., 495.
"David Mechanic, Students Under Stress: A Study in the
Social Psychology of Adaptation (New York: The Free Press Of
Glencoe, 1982), 31.
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curriculum, as well as, in their personal lives.”
In a study of 33 graduate students at Georgia State
University, an explanatory study of stress among graduate
students was conducted. The results suggested that the changes
that occurred during the first year were far less stressful
than those that occurred during the second year. The results
concluded that the stresses that occurred during the second
year were the source of significant increase in the amount of
stress experienced by students.”
In other research, it was found that a major stress point
in the lives of graduate students occurs around the time of
graduation. The reason for the stress to occur around this
time is that many of the old issues, fears, dreads, and guilts
that students felt during the beginning of graduate school,
are revived. This may be due to students anticipating the
assumption of responsibility in their chosen professions.”
There was a study conducted at the University of
Missouri-Columbia of 220 graduate students by Huebner, Royer,
and Moore. These researchers described major sources of stress
perceived by the students. They found that stress increased
“Frederick McGuire, "Psychosocial Studies of Medical
Students: A Critical Review," Journal of Medical Education 41
(May 1986): 433.
”T. Horn, "Adjustment to Stressful Life Changes
Associated With Beginning Graduate School", Journal of College
Student Personnel 46 (March 1990): 34.
^®Murray DeArmond, "Stress Among Medical Students,"
Arizona Medicine 37 (March 1980): 169.
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with the span of time in graduate school. They noted that the
sources selected by the students were those that paralled with
the curriculum for that particular year.^® The literature on
stress is clear on the point that stress has many sources
including personal, social, psychological, and ecological
sources. These same sources appear in graduate school, as well
as others, such as financial, academic, family, etc.^’
Research has been done that has suggested that student
stress is reflective of a particular educational environment
and is changeable according to phases in the curriculum, and
that stress can be associated with significantly different
sources, according to the phase of the educational
curriculum.^® To identify some of the sources inherent in the
graduate environment and core curriculum, Edwards and Zimet,
designed a questionnaire through informal discussions with
students. They surveyed 288 graduate students at the
University of Colorado. Their results showed that a high
proportion of students suffer from academic pressures and
^®Dr. A. Huebner, Jerry Royer, and James Moore, "The
Assessment and Remediation of Dysfunctional Stress in Medical
School," Journal of Medical Education 56 (July 1988): 557.
^’Susan Rimmer, Michael Lammert, and Patricia McClain, "An
Assessment of Graduate Student Needs, " College Student Journal
16 (July 1990): 187.
^®Maggie Moore-West; R. Jackson; A. Kaufman; S. Obenshain;
w. Galey; M. O'Donnell and D. West, "Reduced Stress in Medical
Education: An Outcome of Altered Learning Environment",
Journal of Research and Development in Education 16 (Fall
1987): pp.32-36.
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financial problems, as well as, inadequate housing.^® Many-
similar studies have revealed that first and second year
students perceive the same sources as stressful, which
includes family stresses, personal stresses, and stresses in
relationships which were the most prominent sources of stress
among the student body.^°
Literature has revealed that it is important to not only
identify the sources perceived as stressful by the students,
but there is also a need to investigate how the students react
to these stressors. However, few researchers have included
this important aspect of stress due to the lack of measurable
instruments. Gunderson and Rahe have established that the
scientific study of stress and how one reacts to the stress
that accompany diverse emotional experiences mark a new era in
medicine
As stated previously, graduate school is very stressful
for many who attend, and there are various sources perceived
as stressful depending on what stage or year of the program
the student is in. However, social work students have been
known to attend very stressful programs. Taylor's literature
”Marc Edwards and Carl zimet, "Problems and Concerns
Among Medical Students," Journal of Medical Education 51
(August 1986): pp.623-624.
^“Virginia Davidson, "Coping Styles of Women Medical
Students," Journal of Medical Education 53 (November 1988):
906 .
^^Eric Gunderson and Richard Rahe, Life Stress and Illness
(Illinois: Charles C. Thomas Publishers, 1990), p.22.
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concerning graduate social work, cited that social work
students today are facing different issues than students ten
or twenty years ago. Some general differences are inevitable.
These differences, however, are critical.Graduate social
work students generate and sustain a strong sense of social
duty. They have a piercing desire to contribute to society and
the world in general. Social work is a rewarding yet difficult
vocation and calling. Graduate students enter the profession
of social work for a variety of reasons, for the most part are
positive and noble. Students yearn for justice, they often
indicate a complex, sometimes hidden, sense of collective
responsibility for the terrible things humans have done to one
another and their environment. In the literature, Kessler
reported that graduate social work students wish to be a part
of the solution to these complex problems. It is this
yearning for justice and desire to contribute to society that
makes the social work graduate education one of the most
stressful graduate school experiences. Social work students
perceive various sources as being stressful. These sources
include the ongoing competition throughout the program. Many
students in the program feel they must compete with one
another in order to be the "best" social worker, which in
^^Patricia Taylor. "Social Work Students Today." The
Journal of Contemporary Human Services. 31 (May 1985): 282-
285.
“Sheldon Kessler. "Points and Viewpoints: Graduate
Education." Social Work. 29, 559-560 (1984).
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actuality, they should be working together to become
competent, effective social workers for society. Other sources
social work students may perceive as stressful is the constant
hassle of meeting deadlines, which is common in the social
work profession, and the amount of work that has to be
completed, also common in social work. With the amount of
stress one experiences in the social work education
environment, one tends to wonder if the sources of stress are
the same throughout the program. Are the sources perceived as
stressful by first year social work students, the same sources
perceived as stressful by second year social work students?
Numerous studies have been done that have shown that first and
second year students perceive basically the same sources as
stressful, however the sources may seem to be at a higher
level of stress depending on what stage of the M.S.W. program
they are in.^^
OVERVIEW OF THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Graduate students are likely to encounter various sources of
stress, which may cause multiple and often conflicting
emotions. While preparing for an exam, the feeling both
threatens and challenges emotions. People use approach-
avoidance behavior or defensive processes to cope with the
demands and constraints of a given stressful encounter, such
^^Thomas J. Deloughry. "Graduates Look to Advanced Degrees
for a Competitive Edge." The Chronicle of Higher Education.
Nov. 1992: 29.
15
as may be found in a graduate school environment.^^
Kanner and Folkman reported that the relationship
between stressful events or sources that a graduate student
encounters in daily living and emotional outcomes are mediated
by two processes: cognitive appraisal and coping. Cognitive
appraisal is the process by which a person evaluates both the
significance of a specific stressful encounter or source for
their well being and the options for coping. How a student
manages stressful situations can determine their effectiveness
in both personal and professional situations. Numerous
theories have been proposed that deal with stress management,
however, transactional theory has been a primary focus of
researchers during the past fifteen years in dealing with how
to manage stress.^®
In transactional theory, stress is defined as an
encounter between an individual and the evironment requiring
an appraisal of the encounter consequences and coping by
behavioral or cognitive means to manage the demands of the
encounter. This model proposes that the person determines the
degree to which the event is relevant to well-being
(cognitive-appraisal) , and then select approppriate strategies
for coping. After selecting an appropriate strategy (coping),
“Robert Lazarus. "Puzzles in the Study of Daily Hassles."
Journal of Behavioral Medicine: 7 (1984) 374-389.
“Susan Folkman and Larry Kanner. "Study of Emotion and
Coping During Three Stages of a College Examination." Journal
of Personality and Social Psycholocry: 48 (1989) 150.
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to adapt to the situation, the initial cycle of cognitive
appraisal and coping determines the extent to which additional
coping is required.”
THEORIES OF HOMftN DEVELOPMENT
This section discusses the theory of human development
and stress among graduate students. This section deals
primarily with an overview of stress and a theory on how to
manage it. The intention is to delineate specific tasks to be
accomplished by young adults during this stage of development
and show how stress effects the accomplishments of these
tasks.
The average graduate student is in the young adulthood
stage of development (21 years old- 25 years old) . The
theories of human development, specifically, during this stage
of young adulthood, addresses the special predicament of
graduate students, and the sources of stress that are present
during this time.
One theorist, Gail Sheehy, contends that the tasks for
young adults are as enormous as they are stressful. Some of
the tasks she refers to include:
1. To shape a dream.
2. To prepare for a life's work.
3. To find a mentor, if possible.
4. To form the capacity for intimacy, without losing in
”Susan Folkman and Larry Kanner. "Study of Emotion and
Coping During Three Stages of a College Examination." Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology: 48 (1989), 156.
17
the process, whatever constancy of "self" already
gained.
According to Sheehy, the young adulthood period of
development means mastering what one feels' he/she is suppose
to do, as well as, trying to show that he/she is competent in
a large society, while at the same time, intensely aware of
being on trial.
Another leading theorist of human development is Robert
Havinghurst. He has been the prime influence in the
formulation of the young adult developmental task concept. He
believes that young adulthood is a time in which some of the
most important decisions are made. He termed the following
"the most important tasks of this stage of life" :
1. Choosing a mate
2. Learning to live with your spouse
3. Starting a family
4. Raising children
5. Managing a home
6. Starting a job
7. Taking on civic responsibility
8. Finding a congenial social group
Havinghurst believed that this stage of development is
the most individualistic period of life and the loneliest one.
He has established that young adulthood is a period of storm
85.
^®Gail Sheehy. Passages (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1986), 84-
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and stress in America.^®
In contrast to Havinghurst's theory, Erick Erikson
centers upon the inside crisis of human development/® His
psychosocial approach to human development is particularly in
accord with the human services, because of its' attention to
the individual and his environment. In Erickson's scheme, the
unfolding of the human system is seen as a combination of
maturation, socialization, and education.Not only does he
depict tasks for this stage of development, he also discusses
the psychosocial crisis an individual must overcome as he/she
accomplishes each task. The psychosocial crisis for this stage
of development is intimacy versus isolation. The principal
developmental task confronting young adults in this stage is
one of reaching out and making contact with other people. They
must cultivate the ability to enter and establish close and
intimate relationships with others.
According to Erickson, the danger of this stage, is
the possible psychosocial isolation-that is, the avoidance of
contacts which commit to intimacy. Isolation can lead to
“Robert Havinghurst, Human Development and Education (New
York: David McKay Company, 1983), 257-259.
^“G.Moore. The Young Generation (New York: Aldine
Publishing Company, 1988), 130.
“Ralph Anderson and Irl Carter. Human Behavior in the
Social Environment (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1980), 157-
158.
James V. Vander Zanden, Human Development (New York:
McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1993),
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severe character problems which interfere with work and love.
He went on to say that each person must translate this order
into his or her own words so as to make it amenable to
whatever kind of trait inventory, educational or objective
goal is his or her main concern,*^ Erikson believes the tasks
for the young adult stage can not be accomplished until after
a reasonable sense of identity has been established. His
concept of identity is that internal and external tensions
press the human system to reintegrate its' component parts to
undertake new purposes and responsibilities. This identity is
a state of the personality system. This state occurs when the
whole system is in balance.Stress occurs when there is an
imbalance between the demand and the response capabilities of
the focal organism.*® The stress is a threat to the
fulfillment of basic needs, the maintenance of regulated
functioning and to growth and development.*®
Erikson holds that the young adult must translate
tasks into his own terms. In other words, certain tasks must
be accomplished in order to move with any semblence of
adequacy from young adulthood to adulthood. Each task requires
*®Martin Bloom. Life Span Development (New York: Macmillan
P\ablishing Company, 1890), pp.26-27.
**T. Anderson. Human Behavior in the Social Environment.
(New York: McGraw Hill, 1985), p.l32.
*®Robert Berger and Ronald Federico. Human Behavior (New
York: Longman, 1982), 14.
*®Harold Basowitz, H. Persky, S. Korchin, and R. Grinker.
Anxiety and Stress (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1989), p. 8.
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a fundamental decision, but within that decision lies the
potential for success or failure. Erikson notes this crisis in
development as turning points or as crucial periods of
increased vulnerability and heightened potential for stress
during a time of necessary change. The crisis occurs at its'
proper time out of the interaction of the organisms'
maturation, dependent upon the personality resources the
individual has accrued up to that point, as well as, the
opportunities and resources available in his social
situation.'*’
According to the theorists presented in this chapter, the
tasks for the young adulthood stage are enormous and
stressful. Several practitioners and educators have agreed
with these theories and many of them have related it to the
graduate student. Dr. Harold Visotsky, chairman of the
Department of Psychiatry and Behavior Sciences at North
Western University, believes that young adulthood has become
a very stressful stage in the human life cycle.'*® Anne
Taylor, Assistant Professor of English at Oregon State
University, related young adulthood to graduate students. She
believes that students may be frustrated and anxious about
*’T. Anderson. Human Behavior in the Social Environment.
(New York: Academic Press, 1988), p.l33.
*®John Scanlon, Young Adulthood. (USA: Academy for
Educational Development, 1989), p. 96.
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their inability to assume an "adult role."^® She further
emphasized that graduate students are young adults who are in
an uneasy place in relation to adulthood, neither fully adults
nor children.®®
Annette Church, former Director of the Student Crisis
Service at Clark Atlanta University, notes that for graduate
students, the young adulthood period can be identified as
particularly stressful. She contends that the graduate student
experiences some difficulty in learning how to deal with
stress. She named some of the sources of graduate student
stress, such as, academic pressures, financial problems,
making friends, and other personal and relationship oriented
problems.®^ These practitioners and educators have emphasized
that graduate students will encounter stress during their
academic careers and in the attainment of success during this
change point known as the state of young adulthood.®^
A study of stress among graduate students that identifies
the perceived sources of stress that are directly related to
graduate education, is very important to social work educators
*®Susan Rimmer, Michael Lammert and Patricia McClain, "An
Assessment of Graduate Student Needs," College Student Journal
16 (Summer 1982): 187.
®°Anne Taylor. "The Graduate Experience," Personnel and
Guidance Journal 54 (September 1990): p. 35.
®^Interview with Annette Church, M.S.W., Director, Student
Crisis Services, C.A.U., Atlanta, Georgia, 7 October 1983.
®^Hans Selye, Stress Without Distress (New York: J.P.
Lippincott Company, 1984), 180.
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in that it may help them (social workers) provide the students
with effective coping skills in reacting to the various
sources of stress surrounding them in the graduate school
environment.
DEFINITION OF TERMS
STRESS: Any emotional, physical or social, economic or other
factor requiring a response or change. It may be experienced
in discrete periods of sudden onset and can be accompanied by
physical symptoms.“
SOURCE OF STRESS: Specific stressors that cause anxiety or
stress
GRADUATE STUDENTS: First and second year students attending
the Clark Atlanta University School of Social Work.
SOCIAL WORK: The professional activity of helping individuals,
groups, or communities enhance or restore their capacity for
social functioning and creating societal conditions favorable
to that goal. It requires knowledge of human development and
behavior; of social, economic, and cultural institutions; and
of the interaction of all these factors. It consists of
helping people obtain tangible services; counseling and
psychotherapy with individuals, families, and groups; helping
communities or groups provide or improve social and health
“Leo Goldberger and Shlomo Brenitz, Handbook of Stress
(New York: The Free Press, 1982), 70.
“Blake Boyle and Robert Coombs. "Personality Profiles
Related to Emotional Stress in the Year of Medical Training",
Journal of Medical Education 46 (October 1991): 883.
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services; and participating in relevant legislative
processes
COPING : The ability to contend with difficulties and act to
overcome them.
STATEMENT OF THE HYPOTHESIS
There is no sigificant difference in the perceived sources of
stress among first year and second year graduate students.
“Armando Morales and Bradford Sheafer, Social Work: A
Profession of Many Faces (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.), 18.
^^The American Heritage Dictionary (Boston: Houghton-




A survey research design was ett^loyed in this study.
This type of design is used to collect data from members of a
population in order to determine the current status of that
population with respect to one or more variables.” This
research method is utilized in this study as a means to
effectively collect data on the various sources of stress
among graduate students at Clark Atlanta University School of
Social Work. This method was utilized because descriptive
research can provide very valuable data in that it represents
considerably more than asking questions and reporting answers.
It involves careful design and execution of each of the
components of the research process, including the formulation
of the hypothesis, and may describe variables and the
relationships between those variables.
Sampling
The respondents for this study were chosen from the
population of graduate students at Clark Atlanta University
School of Social Work who entered the program during the fall
semesters of 1994 and 1995, respectively. At that time, the
”L. R. Gay, Educational Research: Competencies for





total student population was approximately about 80 first year
students and 70 second year students. A sample of 32 students
participated in this study. The sample of 32 respondents
consisted of all females. Fourty-seven percent of the female
respondents were first year students, and 53 percent were
second year students.
Research Setting
The setting for this study was Clark Atlanta University
School of Social Work. This is the oldest predominantly
African-American School of Social Work in the country, and has
produced some of the nations top social workers for the past
75 years. This program was established in 1920 as an
independent institution, was accredited in 1928, and became
part of the University Center in 1947.
As part of the mission to establish objectives and
program dimensions, 4 essential principles evolved as basic
components of the schools' perspective: (1) Humanistic Values;
(2) The Afro-Centric Perspective; (3) Autonomous Social Work
Practice; and (4) Plamned Change.®®
Clark Atlanta University is located less than 2 miles
from the heart of the city of Atlanta, the business and
cultural center of the South. There are 4 other institutions
in the University Center: Morehouse College, Spelman College,
“Elizabeth A. Bell, A Study on Stress Among Graduate
Students At Clark Atlanta University School of Social Work
(Atlanta: CAU Library,1989) , 29.
®®Ibid., 30.
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Morris Brown College, euid the Interdenominational Center
(ITC).
Instrument
The instrument utilized in this study was The Source of
Stress Student Questionnaire. This questionnaire was designed
by the original researcher of this study. It was designed
through informal discussions with students, conferences with
student advisors, consultaion with the Student Crisis Center,
and a review of the literature on stress experienced by
graduate students. The resulting questionnaire consisted of 8
categories: Family; Housing; Personal; Relationships;
Academic; School; Personal Finances; and Academic Fineuices.
Each category included related items in which participants
were instructed to rate each item using the following codes:
0= Not a source of stress; 1= Source causing little stress;
cuid 3= Source causing excessive stress. The Source of Stress
Questionnaire was not tested for validity and reliability.
A copy of this questionnaire is in Appendix A.
Data Collection
Data was collected by distributing 32 questionnaires
requesting respondents' perceptions of stress and
demographics. The demographic information was obtained to show
marital status, age, employment status, number of children,
income, race, sex, and to distinguish between first and second
year students. The respondents were directed to select a pen
name for confidentiality purposes, and to place the
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appropriate code next to the source of stress. The researcher
began administering the questionnaires to first year students
on March 4, 1996 by going to their day classes and
administering the questionnaires to them before their classes
began. The researcher began administering the questionaires to
second year students on March 5, 1996 whenever she came into
contact with them during class, on campus, or in the library.
The respondents were asked to fill the questionnaire out
immediately after it was given to them, and to return it
directly to the researcher. All thirty-two questionnaires were
returned to the researcher on March 10, 1996. This was done in
an attempt to administer all questionnaires and have them
returned to the researcher before spring break began as not to
bring upon added stress to the researcher or the respondents
during the holidays.
Statistical Procedures/Data Analysis
The statistical procedures used to analyze the data
collected include descriptive statistics. According to Donald
McIntosh and Herman Loether, this is a method of describing
collections of statistical observations, whether they are
samples or total populations, also comparisons can be made and
measures of association can be created.®^ The descriptive
statistics utilized in this study were chi-square, which is a
nonparametric test of significance used when the data are in
the form of frequency counts. It compares proportions actually
®"Ibid., 291.
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observed in a study with proportions expected to see if they
are significantly different.®^ Other statistical procedures
included percents to describe demographics.
Limitations of the Study
The study was limited to 32 graduate students of a
private, predominantly Black institution. The findings can not
be generalized to the total University population since the
population was small and was not randomly satipled from the
total population of Clark Atlanta University, nor can they be
generalized to other graduate institutions. A final limitation
of this study is that the source of stress questionnaire was




The primary puipose of this study was to increase the
awareness of stress among first and second year graduate
students, by identifying and comparing their perceived sources
of stress.
In order to present a description of the population,
respondents were separated by year of enrollment. Table one
shows that all of the respondents were female. Fourty-seven
percent were first year students and 53 (percent) were second
year students. Sixty-five percent of the first year students
were single, 28.1 (percent) were married, 3.2 (percent) were
divorced, 3.1 (percent) were living together, and none were
separated. The results also show that 59 (percent) of the
second year students were single, 24 (percent) were married,
11 (percent) were divorced, 6 (percent) were living together,
and none were separated. Fifty-three point one (percent) of
the first year students were 21-25 years old, 31.3 (percent)
were 26-34 years old, 12.5 (percent) were 35-45 years old, and
3.1 (percent) were 46 years old and above. Fourty-seven
percent of the second year students were 21-25 years old, 41
(percent) were 26-34 years old, and 12 (percent) were 35-45
years old. Concerning race, 87 (percent) of the first year
students were African-American, and 13 (percent) were
European-American. Ninety-four percent of the second year
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students were African-American, and 6 (percent) were European-
American.
On the issue of employment status, 27 (percent) of the
first year students were employed full-time, 33 (percent) were
employed part-time, and 40 (percent) were unemployed. Thirty-
five percent of the second year students indicated they were
employed full-time, 47 (percent) were employed part-time, and
18 (percent) were unemployed. Twenty-five percent of first
year students had income between $10,000-$15,000, 25 (percent)
had income between $16,000-$20,000, 40 (percent) had income
between $21,000-$24,000, and 10 (percent) had a income of
$25,000 and above. Twenty-four percent of second year students
had an annual income between $10,000 and $15,000, 18 (percent)
made between $16,000 and $20,000, 41 (percent) made between
$21,000 and $24,000, and 17 (percent) made $25,000 and above.
Seventy-five percent of the first year students had no
children, 10 (percent) had one child, 13 (percent) had two
children, and 2 (percent) had three or more children. The
second year students show that 65 (percent) had no children,
6 (percent) had one child, 12 (percent) had two children, and




1st Year (15) 2nd Year (17)
1) . Age: k N k M
21-25 years old 47% (7) 47% (8)
26-34 years old 30% (5) 41% (7)
35-45 years old 13% (2) 12% (2)
46 years old and above 7% (1)
2) . Race:
African-American 87% (13) 94% (16)
European-American 13% (2) 6% (1)
3) . Sex:
Female 47% (15) 53% (17)
4) . Employment Status:
employed full-time 27% (4) 35% (6)
employed part-time 33% (5) 47% (8)
unemployed 40% (6) 18% (3)
5) . Annual Income:
$10,000-$15,000 25% (4) 24% (4)
$16,000-$20,000 24% (3) 18% (3)
$21,000-$24,000 40% (6) 41% (7)
$25,0000 and above 10% (2) 17% (3)
6) . M.S.W. Status: 47% (15) 53% (17)
7) . Marital Status:
Single 63% (10) 59% (10)
Married 24% (3) 24% (4)
Divorced 13% (2) 11% (2)
Living Together 6% (1)
8) . Number of Children:
None 72% (12) 65% (11)
One 24% (3) 6% (1)
Two 12% (2)
Three or more 17% (3)
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Sources of Stress
In order to compute the data for the sources of stress among
the population, chi square was computed for each item under
the eight categories of sources. Chi square was computed for
the year of enrollment of the respondents.
Chi-Square was used to analyze the data for the Family
Source category. The results did not show any significant
difference in the amount of stress among first year and second
year students for each item in this category. There was not a
significant difference at p= .05, which means the hypothesis
was not rejected. There is no significant difference in the
perceived family sources of stress among first year and second
year graduate students. Table 2 shows these results.
Table 2
Family Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Family Sources None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Leaving Home 70% 71% 12% 12% 17% 17% 1% 1.426
Demands From
Family 45% 47% 33% 30% 13% 13% 9% 10% 5.95
Familys'
Expectation 60% 65% 30% 35% 5% 5% 4.82
Disruption's
In Family
Routine 50% 53% 28% 30% 8% 6% 14% 11% 3.622
Death In
Family 80% 75% 20% 25% 2.50
x2- No significant difference
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Table 3
Housing Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Housing Sources None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Poor Housing
Accomodations 60% 53% 20% 12% 13% 23% 7% 12% 2.87
Inadequate Bath-
Room in Dorm 67% 82% 20% 6% 13% 12% 6.785
Lack of
Privacy 40% 47% 13% 12% 47% 23% 18% 5.1
Roach and Rat
Infestations 100% 76% 12% 12% 2.8
Inadequate Kitchen
Equipment 100% 71% 12% 2.34
x2- No significant difference at .05
The analysis for the Housing Source of Stress category
showed that there was no significant difference in the sources
of stress among first year and second year students. There was




Personal Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Personal Sources None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Inability To
Concentrate 12% 33% 29% 67% 47% 12% 1.661
Lack of
Motivation 53% 29% 47% 35% 18% 12% 7.78
Self-Doubt 33% 12% 40% 41% 27% 23% 18% 3.92
Poor Study
Habits 20% 18% 47% 41% 33% 18% 23% 3.874
Adjusting To
Graduate School 20% 18% 67% 18% 13% 41% 23% 3.29
Lack of
Confidence 20% 18% 53% 47% 27% 23% 12% 1.4
Lack of
Adequate Time
for Tasks 40% 6% 35% 53% 29% 7% 30% 1.747
Poor
Preparation for
Graduate School 23% 40% 35% 47% 29% 13% 13% 2.15
x2- Not significant at .05
Analysis for this source category revealed that there was
not a sigificant difference among first year and second year
graduate students. There was no significance for each item at
p=.05, which means the hypothesis was not rejected.
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Table 5
Relationship Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Relationship None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
Source of
Stress
1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Change in
Social
Activities 7% 29% 33% 29% 60% 35% 7% 4.52
Finding New
Friends 53% 59% 20% 29% 27% 12% 2.892
Lack of
Understanding
From Mate 53% 29% 20% 29% 7% 24% 20% 18% 3.7
Separation
From Mate 60% 65% 6% 20% 18% 20% 11% 5.5
Loneliness 33% 47% 20% 12% 47% 35% 6% 2.9
Faculty/Student
Relationships 13% 35% 80% 53% 7% 7% 5% 1.72
x2- Not significant at .05
The analysis for the relationship source category showed
that chi-square was confuted and found that there not a
significant difference at p=.05. This means that there was no
significant difference in the Relationship Sources of Stress
among first year and second year graduate students.
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Table 6
Academic Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Academic Sources None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Failing a Test 7% 24% 13% 12% 33% 17% 47% 47% 1.658
Inability to
Understand
Assignments 7% 12% 53% 41% 40% 29% 18% 1.843
Class
Presentations 18% 27% 27% 33% 23% 40% 35% 2.562
Substantive
Paper/Thesis 77% 6% 23% 18% 20% 56% *9.622
Taking Exams 12% 13% 18% 60% 47% 27% 23% 6.86
Scheduling of
Classes 7% 23% 60% 41% 33% 23% 12% 1.384
Demands From




Assignments 33% 41% 41% 23% 13% 35% 7% 1.037
x2- Not Significant at .05
*x2- Significant at .05
The analysis of the Academic Sources of Stress category
showed that there was no significant difference in each item
except the Substantive Paper/Thesis item. There was a
significant difference among first year and second year
students. This may be because at this point and time in the
program, first year students are not writing a thesis.
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Table 7
School Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
School Sources None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
No Student
Center for
Graduates 87% 65% 13% 24% 1% 2.774
Appearance of
School
Building 100% 93% 7% 6.757
Student
Organization 40% 41% 27% 23% 33% 18% 18% 2.088
x2- Not Significant at .05
Table 8
Academic Finances Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Academic Finances None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
Sources of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Cost of Required
Textbooks 18% 7% 24% 33% 29% 60% 29% 6.429
Cost of Tuition
and Fees 6% 7% 12% 13% 18% 80% 64% 2.25
Very Low
Scholarship






Work 80% 47% 20% 12% 18% 23% 2.7508
x2- Not Significant at .05
The analysis of the Academic Finances Source of Stress
category shows no significant difference at p=.05, therefore,
there is no significant difference in any of the items in the
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Academic Finances category among first year and second year
graduate students.
Table 9
Personal Finances Sources of Stress by Year of Enrollment
Personal Finances None Little Moderate Excessive Chi-Square
Source of Stress 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd 1st 2nd
Change in
Financial Status 7% 35% 13% 18% 60% 29% 20% 29% 5.73
Lack of Money
for Travel 33% 41% 27% 47% 40% 12% 5.22
Lack of Money
for Luxuries 60% 41% 33% 24% 7% 35% 3.43
Lack of Money
for Medical
Needs 80% 76% 13% 24% 7% 6.86
x2- Not significant at .05
The analysis for the Personal Finances Source of Stress
category show that there is no significant difference at
p=.05, therefore, there is no significant difference in any of
the items in the Personal Finances Source of Stress category
among first and second year graduate students.
The total items for each source of stress category
as causing excessive stress was further analyzed, and combined
for both years of enrollment and the mean score was computed.
Table 10 shows the rank order of these categories. The
Academic Sources of Stress category headed the list as the
sources causing the most stress.
39
Table 10
General Factors Causing Excessive Stress












The purpose of this research was to compare the perceived
sources of stress among first year and second year graduate
students and determine if there is a significant difference.
It was to enlighten graduate students and academic providers
of the numerous stressors experienced in graduate school. The
hypothesis that there is no significant difference in the
sources of stress among first and second year graduate
students is supported by the analysis for all of the source
categories except, the Academic Source category. In this
category, the researcher found that in the item that deals
with substantive paper/thesis, there was a significant
difference among first year and second year M.S.W. students.
There was more stress among the second year students. The
researcher attributed this finding to the fact that first year
students are not writing a thesis at this particular point in
the program.
Graduate education presents challenges for many students.
There is still much to be learned about the role of graduate
education and stress, because many of the stressors are rooted
in social and economic organization. It is very important to
understand how and what sources graduate students perceive as
stressful because the resolution of chronic and cumulative
stress depends on the persons ability to gain some control
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over the stressors (or control over how he/she reacts to
them). The longer a person identifies with stressors in
negative, fearful ways, the harder it is to change the
situation.
Previous research has shown that first year and second
year students perceived some of the same sources as stressful,
such as in family stresses, personal stresses, and
relationship stresses, which were the most prominent sources
of stress among the students. In this study, the researcher
found that stress was most prominent in the academic, academic
finances, and personal stress categories.
Past research has also suggested that the sources of
stress in graduate school may change depending on what phase
of the curriculum the student is in. This is evident in this
study in the academic source category, which showed that
second year students were more stressed in the item that dealt
with the substantive paper/thesis. As previously stated, this
may be attributed to the fact that first year students are not
writing a thesis at this point in the program. In other words,
they are not in that phase of the curriculum.
Implications for Social Work
Stress is a part of life and can present many crippling
effects on a large part of the population. Stress is very
evident in the graduate school environment. Graduate students
are not immune to stress. Stress may interfere with the
students ability to study, thus having notable consequences on
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their academic performance.
Social workers are employed in various settings- schools,
hospitals, youth development centers, and other unique
positions utilizing their skills for implementing programs,
finding resources and making referrals, as well as, conducting
groups and individual and family counseling sessions. Social
work is a rewarding yet challenging vocation, which in itself
can be very stressful. The workers are stressed and encounter
clients under stress while working in various settings.
The implication of this research for social work is for
the academic provider to help the student gain insight of the
various stresses of life and learn how to effectively cope
with them. Working within this realm, the academic provider
helps the student gain control over the stressors or control
over how he/she reacts to them.
Academic providers would do well to consider using
techniques or interventions in which the student is taught how
to detect stress and deal with it on a daily basis. This could
be done through the use of stress management workshops and
anger management workshops, because anger can cause stress and
being stressed can cause a person to easily become angered.
Although academic providers should play a role in
alleviating some of the stress experienced in graduate school,
all of the responsibility does not lie on them. The student
should take an active role in alleviating some of the stress
himself. One way of reducing some of the stress would be for
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students not to way until the last minute to do assignments.
Many rush to do these assignments at the very last second,
which causes them to become stressed and effects their
academic performance. Another suggestion is for students to
prepare themselves better for graduate school. This may be
done by taking remedial courses in writing and math before
attending graduate school. This will help many students to
write better research papers, such as the thesis. A third
suggestion would be for students to read their textbooks more
in order to better prepare them for class and for tests. The
students should not wait for the professor to tell them to
read other literature besides what has been assigned. The
students should take the initiative themselves. This is what
is expected of a master's level student.
The researcher hopes that the data collected for this
study will enable social work educators to identify the
stressors that are directly relate to graduate education, and
assist the students in effectively coping with the stress
inherent in everyday living and in graduate school.
Suggested Research Direction
Unsuspecting graduate students may not be aware of how
stressful graduate school can be. Research is needed to
further determine how to cope with the numerous sources of
stress experienced in graduate school. The research should
include areas relating to stress management, coping skills,
and anger management.
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Graduate students should take an active participation in
informing university professors of the numerous sources of
stress they encounter while attending graduate school, and the





As a student at the Clark Atlanta University School of
Social Work, I am very concerned with the stressexperienced by
the student body. The questionnaire attached onthe various
sources of stress experienced by students. It will take you
about ten minutes to complete. Participation in this study is
strictly on a voluntary basis. Your identity will be
confidential, please select a pen name for this purpose. Your




Stress: Any emotional, physical or social, economic or
other factor, requiring a response or change, and
may be e3q>erienced in discrete periods of suddden
onset and can be identified with all n^jor and
minor life events.
Sources: Specific stressors that cause anxiety or stress.
PEN NAME:
I volimteer to participate in the study on
stress
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On the following page is a questionnaire pertaining sources
perceived as stressful by first year and second year graduate
students at the Clark Atlanta University School of Social
Work. Please answer the following questions and then proceed














































SOURCE OF STRESS STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE
DIRECTIONS: Below are (8) categories of sources that may cause
stress or anxiety. Please indicate if you are experiencing
stress in any of the areas below, and if so, to what extent
does this source cause stress? Rate each condition under these
categories using the following codes:




Disruptions in Family Routine
Death of a Family Member
II. HOUSING
Poor Housing Accomodations









Adjusting to Graduate School
Lack of Confidence
Lack of Adequate Time for Tasks
Poor Preparation for Graduate School
IV. RELATIONSHIP
Change in Social Activities
Finding New Friends




Cost of Required Textbooks
Cost of Tuition/Fees
Very Low Scholarship Assistance
Unavailable Scholarship From Clark
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